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increased to around 50% after 72 h. Histology confirmed that
slow, severe loading caused considerably more damage than
fast, impact load with the presence of fissuring and uneven GAG
distribution particularly in the deeper zones of the tissue.
Conclusions: Although producing the same strain in the explant,
fast, impact loading was less damaging to cartilage than severe
loading that took almost 30 times longer to reach peak stress.
Induction of apoptosis was more rapid with severe loading al-
though similar levels were reached in both methods after 3 days
in culture. The higher modulus, a measure of resistance to de-
formation, in the fast, impact loading may explain the increased
ability of the cartilage to protect itself from damaging stress lev-
els. The peak stresses reached in the fast, impact loading were
more than 20 times that of the slow, severe load suggesting that
stress alone is not a good indicator of damage.
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Purpose: Degenerative joint disorders such as osteoarthritis
(OA) are associated with pronounced degradation of articular
cartilage and altered synthesis of matrix components in artic-
ular chondrocytes. Inhibition of articular cartilage degeneration
is a priority in the treatment of OA. Oxidative stress can cause
cell death and premature senescence. Aggrecanases and ma-
trix metalloproteinases (MMPs) contribute to the degradation of
extracellular matrix in OA cartilage, while the IGF-1/IGFBP axis
is an important anabolic modulator of cartilage. Several lines of
evidence suggest a cytoprotective role for heme oxygenase-1
(HO-1). In the present work, we have investigated the possible
anabolic and anticatabolic effects of HO-1 induction.
Methods: Cartilage specimens were obtained from 43 patients
with diagnosis of advanced OA undergoing total knee joint re-
placement. Chondrocytes were used in primary culture. Explants
and cells were treated for 6 days or 24 h, respectively, with 100
U/ml IL-1β in the absence or presence of 10 μM of the HO-
1 inducer cobalt protoporphyrin IX (CoPP). Glycosaminoglycan
(GAG) degradation or synthesis was assayed by the release
or incorporation of 35SO42-. Gene expression was assessed by
real time PCR, protein levels by ELISA and western blot, MMPs
activity by fluorometry and oxidative stress by LSC.
Results: CoPP strongly induced HO-1 either in the presence
or absence of IL-1β, whereas IL-1β stimulation of OA chon-
drocytes led to reductions in HO-1 protein and mRNA. HO-1
induction inhibited oxidative stress in IL-1β-stimulated chondro-
cytes. In cartilage explants, HO-1 induction protected against the
degradation of aggrecan, as measured by GAG release. IGF-
1and IGFBP3 production was up-regulated in OA chondrocytes
by HO-1. This was accompanied by a significant increase in
GAG synthesis in chondrocytes. In addition, HO-1 significantly
decreased MMPs activity in supernatants from OA chondrocytes
stimulated with IL-1β. Transfection of chondrocytes with a human
HO-1 siRNA prevented the effects of CoPP.
Conclusions: HO-1 induction controls oxidative stress-related
events linked to the developmentt of OA and exerts a number
of effects relevant for cartilage homeostasis. Therefore, HO-
1 prevents cartilage degradation through the enhancement of
anabolic factors production and proteoglycan synthesis while
suppressing catabolic mediators in OA chondrocytes.
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Purpose: In osteoarthritis (OA) progressive erosion of cartilage
is associated with a phenotypic change to OA chondrocytes
that express proteases and other abnormal genes. This aberrant
expression pattern is thought to be linked to a loss of DNA
methylation in the respective promoters. We hypothesize that OA
chondrocytes produce a factor that diffuses to adjacent normal
chondrocytes where loss of DNA methylation as well as gene
transcription is induced. To test the hypothesis, we selected
MMP-13 and IL-1β and examined the effects of the demethyla-
tion agent 5-aza-deoxycytidine (5-aza-dC) or of co-culture with
superficial-zone OA chondrocytes on normal chondrocytes.
Methods: Cells were isolated from human articular cartilage
obtained, with ethical permission and patients’ consent, from
the femoral heads after arthroplasty for OA or hemi-arthroplasty
following a fracture of the femoral neck (#NOF). The normal
chondrocytes from each #NOF patient were divided into four
groups: non-culture; control culture; culture with 5-aza-dC; co-
culture with OA superficial zone chondrocytes. The cells were
cultured without passaging until reaching confluence (4-5 weeks)
after which RNA and DNA were extracted simultaneously. Real-
time qPCR was used to quantify mRNA expression as well as
the % of methylation at one specific CpG site in each promoter
region (-103 for MMP-13, -289 for IL-1β), which had been shown
to be important in the epigenetic regulation.
Results: In non-cultured chondrocytes from the #NOF patients,
absence of MMP-13 and IL-1β expression correlated with 80-
100% methylation of the CpG sites, as expected. After culture
per se, expression levels had increased slightly and a slight,
but non-significant loss of DNA methylation was recorded. As
expected, culture with 5-aza-dC reduced the % methylation to
20-50%. At the same time the expression of MMP-13 or IL-1β
increased 5-9 fold. The same type of effect was observed after
co-culture with superficial zone OA chondrocytes: A significant
reduction in methylation to 50-70% correlated with a 5-7 fold
increase in gene expression. However, there were variations in
this pattern in different patients: In two cases, loss of methylation
by 5-aza-dC did not induce gene expression and in one case,
induction of gene expression was not associated with loss of
methylation.
Conclusions: Previously, only an association between de-
methylation and abnormal MMP-13 expression had been shown,
here we provide the first direct evidence that gene expression
of MMP-13 and IL-1β in OA is, at least in part, regulated by
DNA methylation, since demethylation by 5-aza-dC resulted in
induction of MMP-13 and IL-1β in normal articular chondrocytes.
The effect was replicated by a factor released from superficial
zone OA chondrocytes, which in vivo might be involved in the
progression of the disease. DNA demethylation is necessary,
but not sufficient for inducing gene expression, the presence
of the right transcription factors is also required. Such factors
may be present in some #NOF patients, but not in others, which
may explain those instances where loss of methylation was not
linked to induction of transcription. On the other hand, it is
feasible that gene expression may be induced in some cases
without changes in methylation status. Nevertheless, we have
shown that loss DNA methy[[Unsupported Character - Code-
name &shy;]]lation plays an important role in the induction of
abnormal gene expression by OA chondrocytes.
